Does sexuality contribute to Northern Ireland's brain drain? Findings from a survey of medical students at Queen's University Belfast

Editor,

The loss of highly educated undergraduates and graduates from Northern Ireland (NI) to other countries for study and work, otherwise known as "Brain Drain", is well recognised[@b1]. The intention to leave among NI students is significantly higher than comparable Northern European countries **[@b1]^,^[@b2]**.

In particular, those within highly skilled professions such as medicine deem it "a necessity" for training purposes **[@b1]**. Existing literature suggests that contributing factors include geographical isolation, lack of opportunity and historically high mobility levels of young people from the island of Ireland **[@b1]^,^[@b2]**. This trend is particularly prevalent within Irish doctors in training, with 88% either contemplating or definitely migrating following graduation **[@b3]**.

A survey of 16-year-olds in NI found that non-heterosexuals had worse experiences in education, reported worse mental health and were more likely to say that they will leave NI with no intention to return **[@b4]**. In addition, this study found that 'brain drain' did not exist in a significant way in any group other than those with same-sex attraction **[@b4]**.

Our recent study at Queen's University Belfast (QUB) examining the experiences of lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender (LGBT) medical students compared to their heterosexual peers suggests a novel factor contributing to the brain drain phenomenon. The study, an anonymous online survey disseminated to all medical students registered at QUB, had a total of 427 responses (30.5% response rate). Principal findings are detailed in [Tables 1](#t01){ref-type="table"} and [2](#t02){ref-type="table"}.

It found that students from NI identifying as heterosexual are 1.5 times more likely to definitely plan to stay following graduation than non-heterosexuals. Non-heterosexual students from NI were over 5 times as likely to state definitely that they plan to leave NI following graduation. Moreover, this statistically significant difference (Chi-square test, p-value \< 0.00001) did not exist in students not originally from NI. When asked if students were aware of peers applying outside of NI because of their sexual orientation, almost 20% responded 'yes', with the number rising to 38% among non-heterosexuals.

So why are native non-heterosexuals more likely to plan to leave than non-heterosexuals from other countries? Comments from the survey included: "Northern Ireland is a very difficult place to find a partner in due to the political climate and lack of LGBT visibility".

While anti-discrimination legislation was harmonised in England, Scotland and Wales under the British Equality Act 2010, legislation in NI remains discordant. A key difference relates to same sex marriage: protection is granted under the Equality Act 2010, but under current NI legislation it is illegal as defined in Section 75 of the Northern Ireland Act 1998.This is particularly poignant for QUB's medical school, wherein 70% of its students are from NI originally and 22% of respondents identified as non-heterosexual.

The issue of LGBTQ+ teaching was also raised by the General Medical Council (GMC) during their most recent visit to QUB in April 2017. In their report they noted that a significant number of students felt that they did not have a good understanding of LGBTQ+ medical issues. This report expressed "concern that subjects such as LGBTQ+ were given very minimal time within the curriculum" **[@b5]**.

These findings point towards the critical need for strategies to improve the non-heterosexual medical student experience and working environment, in order to prevent further and potentially irreversible loss of talented young doctors to other parts of the UK and beyond.

###### 

Sexual Orientation

  *Sexual Orientation*   \%        *Num.*
  ---------------------- --------- --------
  *Heterosexual*         *75.24*   *310*
  *Gay/Lesbian*          *15.53*   *64*
  *Bisexual*             *6.07*    *25*
  *Other*                *0.73*    *3*
  *Prefer not to say*    *0.49*    *2*

###### 

Planning to stay in Northern Ireland

  Do you plan to stay in NI for further Foundation Training?                  
  ------------------------------------------------------------ -------------- ------------------
  From NI                                                                     
                                                               Heterosexual   Non-heterosexual
  Yes                                                          59.90 (127)    39.39 (26)
  No                                                           4.72 (10)      25.76 (17)
  Unsure                                                       12.26 (26)     16.67 (11)
  Skipped                                                      23.11 (49)     18.18 (12)
  Not from NI                                                                 
                                                               Heterosexual   Non-heterosexual
                                                                              
  Yes                                                          19.79 (19)     18.75 (6)
  No                                                           30.21 (29)     31.25 (10)
  Unsure                                                       28.13 (27)     43.75 (14)
  Skipped                                                      21.88 (21)     6.25 (2)
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